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3Br0ken underground water line causes million-gallon leak high in arsemic, cadmium al

ﬁ{ GRANT SASEK
Staff Writer

[ AST HELENA — A recent break in
an underground water line at the

1 Asarco smelter here spilled an esti-

l mated I million gallons of contami-
nated water into the ground beneath

the plant before being stopped Thursday.

Signs of the leuk first were noticed Feb. 3,
and efforts to find and stop the leak in the com-
pl;x web of piping beneath the plant led to the
temporary shutdown of all but non-essential
bperations ar the facility.

The leak also has prompted plant managers
to discontinue underground water service to
portions of the plant and reroute water to other,

essential parts of the plant in hurriedly installed
above-ground piping systems.

THELEAK ALSO has caught the attention
ot hoth state and federal regulators, who still
were wandering Thursday afternoon just what
hud happened and what new threats it may pose
to an already-contaminated area.

“This certainly has our attention,” said Ed
Thamke, complaint management scction chief
for the state Department of Environmental
Quality.

Susan Zazzali, an environmental engineer
for the EPA. described the spill as “A very

* serious thing.”

ADDING to Zazzali’s concerns is that Asar-

.co officicls first notified the EPA of the snill on

Tuesday. Feb. 10 — a week after the leak was
discovered. The state Department of Environ-
mental Quality was notified Monday.

I think they should have notified us closer
to the third.” Zazzali said. “We weuld huve pre-
ferred more details sooner.” -

Jon Nickel, the smeltcer’s environmental
manager, said the leak was reported just as soon
as plant officials realized they had a significant
spill of reportable quantities.

Nickel said that after becoming awarc of the
leak on Feb. 3, workers started isolating por-
tions of the underground system in hopes of
controlling the leak. By Feb. 5, they had done
just that, Nickel said. But on Feb. 7, a Saturday,
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workers noticed another significant
drop in water levels and it became
clear another leak had developed,
Nickel said. Monday, Nickel noti-
fied state authonttes

ALL THIS PAST week, work-

. ers have been busy constructing an _‘-

above-ground system to carry
water to esséntial areas of the -
plant, and at 9:30 a.m. Thursday,-

the last branches of the under-- ... ..

ground system were shut off and
the leakwas stopped, saxd plant
manager John Shaw. «

.\..

"+ By then, an es‘ﬁmated 1 rrullron f'?

gallons of water — enough to fill -
" Helena’s Memonal Park swim-
‘ming pool two times — hadcar
ried a “high'es“timate“ of elght
pounds of arsemc Cand 80, pounds

threat to human health or the envi-

. ronment. And, they added, if the
heavy metals do make their way
into the aquifer, they will be in
ground water geologically separat-
ed from drinking-water sources.

Zazzali and Thamke said they
need more information before they
decide how much of a threat the
spill poses.

What everyone already does '
- agree on is that plant processes
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should be done to address the . .
already existing plume of contami-

'; nated water under the plant soon -+ -
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‘Both issues == thehandlmg of

" water at the smelter ‘and existing

- ', pollution to the ground water under -

™ the facility — are {0'be’a addressed
 under ¢onditions of a recently™ *: -

and other Asarco plants.

Among the violations Asarco
agreed to address in that decree
was the discharge of contaminated
process water into the ground

water. Nickel said that considering -

alternatives to the aging, under-
ground water systemn used at the

_ plant already were to be part of
- those discussions.. = .. \"

- Those changes already have :
started. Shaw said now that the

underoronnd svctem has heen
ullu\rlenv-- J

tumed off, it will remain that way. :

process water because “It usually
contains the gamut of heavy metals
and arsenic,” Hillery said.

THE QUESTION of if the spill

should result in penalties or fines . .-

‘won’t be decided for some time.
“Right now, we just want to

address the problem, ’lhamke
-7 said.
Thamke did add that in most

. cases, if spills are caused by a mal-
" function rather than by aperator

+ error or malicious mtent, ﬁnes or

- “We'll never go back to that K pena.lnes are not imposed. - -
underground plpmg syste Shaw . Zazzali sald the EPA has a simi- .
AL ed < Jar approach “But, she added, the

planned to have inspectors at the

smelter either later that dayor . r.

. today. Zazzali said EPA  inspectors -

alsd plan visits to the simelter. @
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. ANNE HEDGES of the Mon— .
'tana Environmiental Information’ 'y}
_ Center, said Asarco should face ™ °;
penalties — regardless of xf it was _-"1
) an accident or not.: 3+ %, -
I “They (Asarco) are responsr- e

*.ment in good condmon, that is a -
part of their operating éxpénsé,’ s&'
Hedges said.’"*We have an old ... -;:
- house and we have to put more "y
 money 1nto 1t That 's the nature
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All of tlus needs to be "done

-“quickly,’since MPC has'said it ..
wants to sell the dams by . June

:“The comrmttee -will meet agam .

. Helena Ranger sttnct o_ﬂ’ice at
2001 Poplar’St. in Helena. = < S

_ .M The Forest Service will accept -

" comments on the plarn through ~ -3
March 13 Comments should be
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Rlbeye Steaks

Boneless Beef




